Nociceptin levels in the cerebrospinal fluid of chronic pain patients with or without intrathecal administration of morphine.
The neuropeptide nociceptin/orphanin FQ (N/OFQ) is the endogenous ligand for the opioid-like receptor ORL-1 and is thought to be involved in pain transmission and modulation. Human studies have not yet defined its role in pain patients. The aims of this study were 1) to verify the presence of N/OFQ in the cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) of human controls and patients with chronic noncancer pain, including those treated with intrathecally administered morphine, and 2) to determine whether pain or treatment with long-term intrathecal morphine influences its levels. The CSF of 27 patients (nine controls and 18 with chronic noncancer pain, of whom 12 were treated chronically with intrathecally administered morphine and six were opioid naïve) was analyzed, blindly, with radioimmunoassay methods. N/OFQ was detected in all patients. Mean CSF concentrations were lowest in the morphine-treated group and highest in the untreated chronic pain patients (12.06+/-1.19 and 57.41+/-10.06 fmol/ml, respectively), and the difference between the morphine-treated group and controls was statistically significant (44.72+/-13.56 fmol/ml, P<0.05). The presence of N/OFQ peptide in human CSF may correlate with biological activities that are influenced by different pain states and long-term intrathecal-morphine treatment. Further studies should verify whether the determination of this peptide CSF level may provide information on opioid treatment efficacy and on the presence of opioid tolerance.